Hazardous Drugs in Health Care Settings-Recognition and Control
by Susan A. Randolph, MSN, RN, COHN-S, FAAOHN A bout 8 million U.S. health care workers, including nurses, pharmacists, physicians, workers in research laboratories, veterinary care workers, environmental services workers, and shipping and receiving personnel, are potentially exposed to a variety of hazardous drugs in the workplace (National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health [NIOSH], n.d.) . "Hazardous drugs include those used for cancer chemotherapy, antiviral drugs, hormones, and some bioengineered drugs, and other miscellaneous drugs" (NIOSH, 2012, p. 1) . Although new drugs are constantly being developed to treat cancer and other serious diseases, their potential toxicity and health effects are not always known. Hazardous drugs must be handled using special precautions not only by health care professionals who provide patient care but also by others "who support patient care by participating in product acquisition, storage, transportation, housekeeping, and waste disposal" (NIOSH, 2012, p. 5 The occupational and environmental health nurse, in conjunction with other members of the occupational health team, should evaluate the workplace to identify and assess hazards, including hazardous drugs. Using Appendix A for guidance, a list of hazardous drugs should be compiled. "Newly purchased drugs should be evaluated against the organization's hazardous drug criteria and added to the list if they are deemed hazardous" (NIOSH, 2012, p. 3) . A program for safe handling of hazardous drugs can then be developed based on the workplace evaluation. To protect workers, the occupational and environmental health nurse can "establish procedures and provide training for handling hazardous drugs safely, cleaning up spills, and using all equipment and PPE properly" (NIOSH, 2004, p. 11) . Appropriate work and hygiene practices can also prevent exposures to hazardous drugs; they should be labeled to prevent improper handling.
Ongoing monitoring of the work environment and workers can evaluate exposure. The occupational and environmental health nurse should implement a health surveillance program, which may include exposure history, physical examination, and laboratory tests. Environmental sampling or biological monitoring may also be indicated depending on potential exposure or symptoms.
If a drug being used is not on the list, the available literature should be reviewed to determine whether it should be treated as hazardous. Resources to evaluate the hazard potential of a drug include material safety data sheets (MSDSs) or safety data sheets; product labeling; special health warnings from drug manufacturers and others; reports and case studies; and evidence-based recommendations from other facilities (NIOSH, 2012) .
